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C'est un grand plaisir que d'être parmi vous aujourd'hui, et je suis ravi de prendre part à ce colloque passionant. 

Perhaps I should start by noting that this paper is based on a new research project which I started earlier this year, so I’d like to emphasise that what I am presenting are very preliminary thoughts – issues which have struck me during the initial stages of my research at the BBC’s Written Archives Centre and the British Post Office Archive in London and which merit further study.

Most histories of television identify 2 November 1936 as the starting point for the world’s first high definition 240-line television service from the BBC’s television studios in London. Whilst this is true to a degree – the German television service was launched on 22 March 1935 on 180-lines, so not high-definition by British standards – a study of the pre-history of television in the UK provides an insight into the political, social and cultural background to the launch of the service.​[1]​ What I would like to do in this paper, therefore, is to note four critical issues relating to the experimental phase of British television broadcasting that have become apparent to me in these early stages: namely television as a symbol of national prestige; the claims made by the Baird Television Company (primarily through the company’s publicists) compared with the counter-claims of the BBC with regard to television; the intense press interest in the new invention; and finally, the interest in television amongst amateurs and enthusiasts prior to the establishment of any formal television service.

Television as a national symbol
Knut Hickethier has written recently that: 
... television was not the invention of a single person but the result of a common effort and a combination of a number of technical innovations. Similarly, although nations made various claims afterwards, television was not the invention of one single nation but the result of international activity.​[2]​
So whilst many nations have laid claim to the invention of television, the reality of the situation is that a number of individuals from a number of nations contributed to the development of the medium. John Trenouth, former curator of television at the National Media Museum in Bradford, has estimated that fifty different inventors and companies in eleven different countries had put forward ideas that would eventually lead to practical television. He goes on to say:
The French say both Belin and Barthelemy were the inventors of television; the Japanese believe it was Takayanagi; the Russians say Boris Rosing; the Germans either Nipkow or Karolus; the Hungarians von Mihaly; in the USA most people believe it was either Jenkins or Farnsworth; and in the UK we have the choice of Campbell-Swinton for the concept or John Logie Baird for television’s practical demonstration.​[3]​

Experiments in the United States in the Bell Laboratories of the American Telephone and Telegraph Company (ATT) had already drawn the attention of British observers. A number of questions were put to the British Postmaster-General (who had governmental responsibility for broadcasting) during the late 1920s. One such question was that from the Conservative Member of Parliament for Acton, Sir Harry Brittain, which ended by urging the Assistant Postmaster-General to “be very careful about encouraging what may prove to be a very tiresome invention.”​[4]​ Any attempts by Members of Parliament to elicit responses from the Post Office with regard to television development were met with a stock answer – that television was in its experimental phase. 

The activity in the US was also used as leverage by the Baird Television Company in its attempts to obtain a licence from the Post Office to broadcast experimental transmissions. Following John Logie Baird’s early experiments with mechanical television in 1923 the Baird Television Company was formed with limited financial backing in 1925. In January 1926, Baird demonstrated his invention to a select group at the Royal Institution in London. The Evening Standard that day quoted Baird as saying: “I have not the slightest doubt that the problem of television has now been sorted.”​[5]​ From this point onwards, there was a concerted effort on the part of Baird and his company to pressurise the Post Office into granting a licence for experimental television broadcasts. One more than one occasion, Baird and his colleagues drew attention to a potential ‘threat’ to this British invention from overseas. The Evening Standard of 10 August 1926 claimed that Baird had beaten three or four other scientists in the race for what the paper called “broadcast eyesight”. It also quoted Baird as stating that despite innumerable offers from other nations, the invention had not left Britain, or even his own hands.​[6]​

 On 13 February 1927, the Sunday News newspaper ran a story under the headings “Ultimatum to P.M.G.” and “Tempting U.S. offer refused”. Apparently a “huge American concern” had made a “very tempting offer” to Baird for the rights to his television discovery. According to the paper neither Baird nor his business partner, Oliver Hutchinson, had any desire to present the “secret of the wonderful discovery” being presented to a “powerful foreign rival”. Yet both, according to the paper were “disgusted by the continual obstruction with which Government departments met their request for a broadcasting license (sic) and other essential facilities.”​[7]​ The warning was clear – if the British government did not intervene to compel the BBC to embrace the new technology, then Britain would lose out to other countries, especially the United States, in the race for television. 

The ‘threat’ of the US and the perceived antipathy of the BBC towards British scientific advance was to raise its head in the early 1930s. By this time, EMI and Marconi were developing their electronic method of television and this naturally caught the attention of the BBC. From this point on, the debate over which system was best – the mechanical (Baird) or the electronic (EMI or Marconi-EMI after the two companies merged in March 1934) – dominated television development. Asa Briggs has compared the debate with the debate over railway gauges during the expansion of the railway system.​[8]​ In November 1932, EMI offered the BBC and the Post Office a demonstration of its high-definition system – the quality was obviously superior in picture terms. From what I’ve seen of the EMI files at the Written Archives Centre, there was a ‘cosier’ and amiable relationship between the BBC and EMI and this, rightly irritated Baird who remonstrated when he heard that the BBC were considering allowing EMI space to install their own broadcasting equipment at Broadcasting House in London. Sections of the press, members of the public, Members of Parliament and supporters of the Baird Company clamoured to accuse the BBC of an American bias. The American interests of EMI (in the form of its links with the Radio Corporation of America, RCA) would be damaging for British industry and the development of television was a matter of British national pride. Sydney Moseley, a journalist and keen Baird advocate, accused the BBC of not fulfilling its duty to the country. Writing to the Post Office, Moseley suggested that by supporting developments at EMI, the BBC would be letting the Americans in through the back door. What is then interesting is that the Post Office then tried to put pressure on the BBC to delay the installation of EMI apparatus at Broadcasting House, but to no avail. 

Throughout the experimental phase of British television, therefore, there existed a certain discourse which led to the elevation of television from being a scientific discovery to being a symbol of national pride. As Hickethier has argued, television was a symbol of the nation’s cultural and technical progress in a politically and economically unstable world.​[9]​

Baird and the BBC
The second issue which characterises the period is the relationship between the Baird Company and the BBC, a relationship which, according to the historian Asa Briggs is the central theme of British television history until the mid 1930s.​[10]​ Baird’s statement that I quoted earlier – that the problem of television had now been sorted – highlights two things in my view. Firstly it underlined the confidence (sometimes misguided) that exuded from Baird and his supporters and secondly it served to set the scene for the tensions which later emerged between Baird and the BBC. That is to say that whilst Baird may have been satisfied with the technical advances in television’s development, these in themselves were not so advanced as to convince the BBC – in the numerous trials that were held for the BBC and Post Office officials – that a public television service was attainable. 

The apparent over-confidence of the Baird Television Company was there from the outset. On 4 January 1926, Oliver Hutchinson wrote to the Postmaster-General to inform him that the company of which he was Business Manager, Television Ltd., had completed and patented a machine “with which Vision can be transmitted instantaneously by Wireless”. The company now wished to apply for a licence to broadcast.​[11]​ Before the Postmaster-General had time to respond, Hutchinson wrote to inform him that the company was about to manufacture 500 receiving sets!​[12]​ On 30 January 1926, a licence was granted, permitting experimental transmissions only – no mention was made of a service of any kind. The pressure on the Post Office continued, this time focusing on requests to be allowed to use the BBC’s transmitters to broadcast experimental programmes on a 30-line system. Numerous demonstrations were held for both Post Office and BBC officials, none of which convinced either body fully of the suitability of establishing a regular service. Nevertheless, the pressure from Baird continued and the Post Office appeared to be relenting.

By August 1928, Baird was somewhat presumptuously marketing his television sets on a large scale. Yet, the quality of the picture was still relatively poor, and there was no established ‘service’ on offer. This prompted a fierce response by the scientist Alan Campbell-Swinton​[13]​ who wrote to Peter Eckersley, the BBC’s chief engineer, in August 1928, calling Baird and Hutchinson “rogues, clever rogues and quite unscrupulous who are fleecing the ignorant public…”​[14]​ Eckersley immediately contacted the DG and other senior figures in the BBC referring to the ‘enormous stunt value’ in Baird’s advert.​[15]​

As a result of continuous pressure, there is no doubt that the BBC were eventually encouraged by the Post Office to work with the Baird Company and to allow it access to facilities and frequencies for experimental television. On 6 November 1928, Reith went to see the Postmaster-General in the House of Commons to discuss television. Reith’s diary entry following the meeting made it clear that from Reith’s perspective, at least, political pressure was being applied to work with Baird: “If the B.B.C. does not let the Baird party have a private show they threatened that Baird would be given an experimental licence for higher power and with speech as well.”​[16]​ 

Eventually the BBC acceded, albeit reluctantly, and on 30 September 1929, the first regular but limited television service was launched by Baird using the BBC’s transmitters and facilities. In his memoirs, Baird wrote: “The B.B.C. bowed to the decision with a very bad grace and did what they could to give us as small facilities as possible and make conditions as difficult as possible.”​[17]​ Interestingly, a television set had been installed in the Prime Minister’s Office in 10 Downing Street by April 1930 and a letter from Ramsey Macdonald thanked Baird for his “marvellous discovery”. Eventually, in May 1932, the BBC took over responsibility for the television service using the Baird equipment and launched its own regular service for a limited number of hours per week.

It’s clear that the relationship between Baird and the BBC was difficult but I don’t believe that the BBC was being deliberately obstructive for the sake of it. There appear to be three reasons for their reluctance to share Baird’s somewhat overenthusiastic view of television. Firstly, the BBC’s radio service had only been in operation for around six years and was gathering momentum. Anything that might divert attention from what was seen as the BBC’s core function would warrant serious consideration before any commitment was made. Secondly, I believe that the BBC was concerned with Baird’s commercial aspirations and that his motives were possibly incompatible with the BBC’s public service ethos. The Baird Company wanted to sell television sets – it was, after all, a business that was losing money in a harsh economic context and it had spent vast amounts on the television experiments. Thirdly, it’s clear that the BBC were concerned about the poor quality of the pictures being produced by Baird’s mechanical system and did not believe that this could constitute a service as such. The Corporation based its judgments on what it saw rather than considering the potential of television. Neither did the BBC want to mislead the public or raise hopes, although as I will note soon, the British press were already doing just that.​[18]​ Peter Eckersley, once wrote in an internal memorandum to the BBC’s Control Board in October 1928: “If I were developing a fountain pen before fountain pens were invented, is it really thought advisable that I should distribute inadequate pens which occasionally wrote ‘abc’ and would not write anything else to the public in order to see if I could improve my fountain pen?” 

Press interest
I’d like to move on to briefly discuss the third area of interest – the enormous press interest in television. Even a cursory glance at the press in the late 1920s and early 1930s reflects the excitement that surrounded developments in ‘seeing by wireless’. As early as January 1926, the Daily Express was quoting Oliver Hutchinson who stated that soon, people would be able to watch the Derby horse race and other topical events on television sets in their homes and that dramas would soon follow. The North Mail and Newcastle Chronicle of 9 January 1926 predicted that television stations would soon be open in London, Manchester, Glasgow and Belfast and the Daily Chronicle of 22 April 1927 quoted Baird as saying that soon people would be able to sit around their firesides watching a perfect image on a television set.​[19]​ 

What is clear is that the Baird Television Company publicists – including Sydney Moseley, Oliver Hutchinson and Baird himself – were extremely adept at whipping up press interest and that the press, given the novelty and seemingly endless potential of the new invention, were willing to carry such stories. One Post Office official, writing in a press cuttings file in the Post Office archive once scribbled next to a cutting from the Westminster Gazette, “Baird is ... quite irresponsible when talking to the press.”​[20]​ Indeed, the press portrayal of television’s development is at odds with what appeared to be the reality of situation and reflected the ‘reality gap’ between the Baird view of television and that of the BBC’s which I mentioned earlier. When Angus Kennedy, the vice president of the Television Society wrote to the Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, in December 1928 inviting him to attend a demonstration of television, the Prime Minister’s Office took the advice of the Post Office. The advice was for the Prime Minister not to attend as television as it was still in its experimental phase, “despite the extravagant claims made on its behalf by the press.” The Post Office also warned that if Mr Baldwin did attend then there would be a danger that he would be ‘exploited for Press misrepresentation.’​[21]​

Amateur/enthusiast interest
Linked to this is the final point which I’d like to raise this afternoon and that is the intense interest in television – generated by the press – amongst amateurs and enthusiasts. In 1927, the Television Society (later to become the Royal Television Society) was launched in the light of wide public interest in television and to give a stimulus to “this new branch of science.”​[22]​ In March the following year, the Television Society launched a monthly journal entitled Television. It’s clear from reading the early editions that the emphasis was on the technical or scientific aspects of television as opposed to a consideration of television as a service or art form. The journal was also aimed at those enthusiasts who had a penchant for constructing sets, those perhaps who were adept at constructing wireless sets in the early days of the radio service. What struck me initially was the interest in television at this stage of its development – still operating on a low-standard 30-line image in the UK, still not operating any regular service of programmes and still without the endorsement of the country’s sole broadcaster, the BBC. One can see on closer reading that the journal and the Television Society itself acted as a publicity organ for Baird Television, a point picked up the Post Office in correspondence with the Prime Minister’s Office in December 1928.​[23]​ I’d certainly like to do more work on this aspect of television’s early years.

Conclusion
The BBC’s regular high-definition television service was launched on 2 November 1936. The BBC’s Director-General, Sir John Reith, was invited to the opening service and his diary entry for the day reads: “To Alexandra Palace for the television opening. I had declined to be televised or to take any part. It was a ridiculous affair and I was infuriated by the ... stuff they put out. Left early ...”​[24]​ The service was based at Alexandra Palace in north London and, following a recommendation of a Government-appointed committee appointed to consider the development of a television service, transmitted programmes using both the Baird system on 240-lines and the higher standard EMI system on 405 lines alternately. As you can see from the slide, the camera for Baird’s method of television was in a fixed position, the scene was filmed and processed immediately before being scanned to create the television signal. Ultimately, this mechanical ‘intermediate film process’ as it was known proved far too cumbersome, inflexible and dangerous – the film fixing agent was a solution of cyanide!​[25]​.  In February 1937, the BBC adopted the higher resolution and more flexible EMI electronic system.

In summary, the four issues I have outlined this afternoon merely scrape the surface of an exciting and highly charged period of British broadcasting history. The complex relationships that existed between the BBC, the Baird Television Company, the government and Post Office all served to create an environment in which national pride in a new scientific discovery led to television being developed as a public service and a national institution. In the UK, at least, this period defined the medium.

In 1934, after the EMI team had successfully demonstrated their electronic camera, Isaac Schoenberg apparently told his team that they had invented the biggest time waster of all time. He also told them: “We are lighting a candle, gentlemen, which will not be put out.” The fact that we are gathered here this week is testimony to the fact that the candle is still burning!
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